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Chaste Wives and Prostitute Sisters:
Patriarchy and Prostitution among the Bedias of India
(edited by Anuja Agrawal; Routledge publication , New Delhi, 2008; pp246, Rs.650/)
Reviewed by Harasankar Adhikari1

Historically viewed, prostitution is an age-old profession. It is present in some
form in all stratified societies. The profession is generally associated with heterosexual
relations, usually centered on women who dole out sexual favours to men in exchange for
financial reward. In India, prostitution is also associated with institutionalized practices
like the religious prostitutes of Devadasi or the tradition and culture of courtesans
(baijis); and, linked to feudalism and other economic structures as referenced in the
ancient texts of “Arthasashtra” of Koutilya (Nag, Moni, 2002).
In most cases, women are driven to this stigmatized profession due to social
inequality and poverty (Adhikari,H,2007). Women of lower social strata choose the trade
not only for their own survival but also to provide assistance to their immediate family
members. Their choice to engage in prostitution marginalizes them and they remain
outsiders to their community.
Among the Nagla tribal community of the Bedia sub-group, prostitution is a
familial occupation that is supported by the community.
Bedia females as sisters or daughters remain unmarried and engage in prostitution
to provide for the economic needs of their natal family. Orientation in prostitution for
Bedia females begins at prepubescence where the girls are taught how to attract and
solicit clients. After her first menstruation (around 16-17 years), “Nat Uthari” (a
symbolic function of reaching puberty) is celebrated by deflowering the girl by her first
client in exchange for a handsome gift in cash or kind. Bedia women remain single and
continue to engage in prostitution well into their 30s. Romantic relationships for these
Bedia women is forbidden.
The historical reason for this familial trade is ambiguous, but one theory is that
the women of the community engaged in prostitution to rescue the men of the community
from criminal activity.
‘Bedia’ men get married, but only to non-Bedia’ women. These wives do not
engage in prostitution but are responsible for all domestic work. The males of the
community test the virginity of these wives. Throughout their life, the wives are not
allowed to develop any relationship with men outside of the household.
Bedia men are not economically productive and do not engage in any wage or
non-wage work. The males of the community only provide security to the potential
hazards of prostitution.
It is interesting to note that the economic superiority of Bedia women provides no
authority to change the domination of the men in this patriarchal society.
Author Anuja Agrawal conducted extensive fieldwork not only in the Bharatpur
area of Madhya Pradesh where three generations of the Bedia community are
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concentrated, but also in northern India where the kin of this community have settled. She
analyzes cause and effect and develops case studies through observation, qualitative and
quantitative survey methodology.
From Ms. Agrawal‟s study we see that the Panchayat Raj Institution functions not
to change the inequitable tradition of familial prostitution, but simply mediate any
disturbance relating to payment of bride price or problem regarding the virginity of Bedia
wives.
Undoubtedly this Anuja Agrwal‟s study can serve as a handbook to scholarly
work on gender development and the sex trade as well as a guide for development
workers intervene with other livelihood solutions among „Bedi.
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